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Maimonides' Governance of the Solitary 
RALPH LERNER 

MOSES Maimonides' Guide of the Perplexed ends as it begins, on an 
intensely personal note. Never are occasion and theme more visibly 
joined than when Maimonides addresses the individual's concern for 
his perfection. The pursuit of that goal is necessarily private, though 
quite how radically private—even ascetic—does not become altogether 
clear until the final section of the Guide (iii. 51-4). To speak in the 
language of exaggeration, we might declare that according to this 
account, man can become fully human only by drastically separating 
himself from others and from their concerns. At his highest, man is not 
so much a political animal as a transpolitical animal. With good reason, 
then, did Shem Tov's commentary to the Guide refer to the highly 
negative contemporary reactions to this discussion (ad loc. iii. 5I, 64b, 
Warsaw edn.), underline its rejection of 'political perfection' (ad loc. 
iii. 54, 7oa), and designate the whole section as Maimonides' 
`governance of the solitary' (ad loc. iii. 51, 68a; ad loc. iii. 54, 71a). 

In this final section, Maimonides addresses a theme of great 
sensitivity and importance, one touched upon earlier by him in the 
Guide and elsewhere, as well as by his notable Muslim predecessors. 
The pursuit of perfection is necessarily the pursuit of the few—so few 
perhaps as to be numbered on one's fingers.' Their relations to the run 
of mankind are problematic at best. What the properly disposed and 
trained individual needs most is to be left alone to tend to his all-. 
consuming purpose in life. If others figure at all in his consideration, it 
is in the respect in which 'they are indubitably either like domestic 
animals or like beasts of prey', and accordingly to be used for his 
advantage or warded off. 2  In an insistently imperfect world, the best 

' Dahlia! al-HeVirin (hereinafter cited as Guide), i. 34 (39a, 41a Munk; 51. 4, 53. 28 
Joel). See also Ep. Ded. (2b; i. 26), and i. Introd. (9b; I 1. 2-6). 

2  Ibid. ii. 36 (79b; 262. 22-27). The translation of Shlomo Pines is followed 
throughout: The Guide of the Perplexed (Chicago, 1963). 
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course of action is association with the just and the wise and avoidance 
of the wicked; and where a tolerably decent city is beyond reach, 
solitude is the preferred way of life, if need be even a retreat to the 
wilderness. 3  

In this bald form neither the theme nor its formulation is peculiar to 
Maimonides. The relations of the citizens of the virtuous city to the 
subpolitical others (whether within or outside the walls) had already 
been cast by Alfarabi in terms of possible domestication and 
exploitation as beasts of burden or, alternatively, as requiring the 
treatment accorded all other harmful animals.' Ibn Bajja, in his 
Governance of the Solitary, had discussed at length the stance that ought 
to be taken by an isolated individual who finds himself beset by the 
imperfect governance prevailing in imperfect cities. Addressing 
himself to the isolated 'Weed' (a term that Ibn Bajja, unlike Alfarabi, 
limited to deviants holding true opinions), Ibn Bajja had proposed an 
unnatural remedy for an unnatural situation. To those who had already 
in their minds travelled far from home, physical and psychic isolation 
might indeed make good sense.' Similarly, the education of Ibn 
Tufayl's Llayy in the ways of mankind leads to his coming to 
comprehend that the majority are like irrational animals, and beyond 
that to his acting on that lesson by returning to his desert island—and 
with no regrets!' Finally, Ibn Rushd's paraphrase of the Republic clearly 
points to the exposed position of a true philosopher who happens to 
grow up in 'these cities,' likening his position to that of a man come 
among perilous beasts. Isolation and living the life of a solitary are his 
best security against being compelled to either commit or suffer injury. 
That such a retreat from the world was characterized by Ibn Rushd as 

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De'ot, 6. i (54/no-23 Hyamson). But cf. Eight Chapters, ch. 
4. See the English translation in Ethical Writings ofMaintonides, ed. Raymond L. Weiss 
with Charles E. Butterworth (New York, 1975); 69-70. 

Kitab al-Siyosa al-Madaniyya (87. 7-17 Najjar). See the English translation, 'The 
Political Regime', in Medieval Political Philosophy: A Sourcebook (hereinafter MPP), ed. 
Ralph Lerner and Muhsin Mandi (New York, 1963), 42. 

Tadbir al-Mutaivahhid (io. 9-11. 2, 1 1. 9-12. 16, 78. 6-79.8 Asin Palacios; MPP 
127-8, 132-3). The parallelisms between Ibn Bajja and Maimonides 'have been much 
remarked on; see e.g. Lawrence V. Berman, `Ibn Bajjah and Maimonides: A Chapter in 
the History of Political Philosophy' (Ph. D. thesis, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1959), 
(Heb. with Eng. summary); Shlomo Pines, 'Translator's Introduction' to The Guide qf the 
Perplexed, pp. ciii—cvii, cxvi n. 96, cxviii—cxxiii; Alexander Altmann, `Maimonides' Four 
Perfections', /OS, 2 (1972): 15-24; Harry Blumberg, 'Al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja, and 
Maimonides on the Governnance of the Solitary: Sources and Influences' (Heb.), Sinai, 
78 (1976), 135-45. 

6  Hayy Ibn YaTztin (147. 8-9, 153. 5-6 Gauthier; MPP 158, 160).  

Maimonides' governance is presented as a guide toward the proper 
kind of worship; this in turn is declared to be the end of man. All 
human beings may be ranked in terms of their closeness to achieving 
this paramount human end. And as though to dramatize the great 
differences within our species in this respect and to facilitate our 
seeing what conduces to achieving this end, Maimonides begins his 
discussion with a parable of his own invention, a parable of a city 
constructed in speech. 'The ruler is in his palace, and all his subjects 
are partly within the city and partly outside the city' (iii. 51 (123a; 454. 
23-25)). In this political image there are only ruler .and subjects; 
nothing is said of rules that might be prescribed by the one for the 
others. Rather is the emphasis on the stance or position of the subjects: 
where they are, which way they face, what they seek. The gradient 
seems to run from those outside the city, subpolitical beings with the 
external shape of men, to those who are present in the ruler's council, 

Averroa on Plato's `Republic', trans. Ralph Lerner (Ithaca, 1974), 78 (64. 23-27 
Rosenthal). 
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inferior to living in Plato's city constructed in speech would have 
struck few of his intended readers as an argument against separating 
themselves from their immediate contemporaries.' 

And yet for all these parallels and prefigurations, the conclusion of 
Maimonides' Guide remains striking and even disturbing. It is in the 
Guide, after all, that the Law's prescribed forms of worship are praistd, 
among other things, for the absence of such useless burdensome 
distractions as monastic life (ii. 39 (84b; 269. 12-13)). It is in the 
Guide that the Law is presented as undertaking the collective 
transformation of an entire people sunk in idolatry into a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation (iii. 32 (69b; 384. 13-14) ). And, finally, it is 
there that Maimonides proclaims the fraternal caring of the descendants 
of a common ancestor to be 'the greatest purpose of the Law' (iii. 49 
(113a; 442. 2-4) ). Further, if one needed the example of a life most 
opposed to withdrawal and disengagement, what more telling instance 
could be adduced than the life and acts of the author of the Mishneh 
Torah and of those patient responses to the agitations of perplexed and 
endangered Jewish communities? If the message of the concluding 
argument of the Guide is indeed separation and withdrawal, Maimonides' 
own life seems inexplicable. Determining whether there is in fact such 
a gap between prescription and practice requires a closer look at that 
argument. 
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even (in the extreme case) 'speaking and being spoken to in that holy 
place' (iii. 51 (124a; 456. I I)). To penetrate into the innermost part of 
this city, to come closest to God, one must in the decisive sense leave 
the earthly city altogether. 8  

In this respect, Maimonides' characterizatibn of those outside the 
city is somfrhat puzzling. They are depicted as 'outside' in that they 
have no doctrinal belief whatever. Maimonides locates them somewhere 
between men and the apes, likens them to the irrational animals, and 
implies by their extra-political position that all cities now rest on some 
shared doctrinal belief. 9  This is not to say th t these ape-men are 
utterly ontemptible. Their profound ignorance s vastly preferable to 
the pro sound error of 'those who are within the City, but have turned 
their cks upon the ruler's habitation'-presumably for the same 
reaso that 'knowing' about the non-existent is far worse than not 
knowing anything at all.m 

Among those who tt least have adopted correct ?pinions, the lowest 
rank is occupied by those who are facing in the right direction but have 
not come within sight of the wall of the ruler's habitation. These are 
`the multitude of die adherents of the Law, I mean the ignoramuses who 
observe the commandments'. Maimonides dismisses\  their mouthings 
summarily." Abpve them are those who are in the vicinity of the 
habitation but still circling around looking for its gale. Those are the 
jurists who chew speculation about fundamentls, accept true 
opinions on e authority of tradition, and limit their 1 alistic inquiries 
to the practi s of divine service. Of about the same ra k are those, like 
the address e of the Guide, Joseph b. Judah, who st dy mathematics 
and logic brit have not yet mastered natural science. Above them are 

Consider the discussion of spatial metaphors in Bernard _.ewis, The Political 
Language of ant (Chicago, 1988), 11-14. 

9  See M, , aila 11 Sindat al-Mantiq, end of ch. 14 (MPP 190). See also Guide, ii. 29 
(63a; 240. 0-12), i. 71 (94b; 122. 16-17); Averroes on Plato's.'Republic', 46, 68-9 (46. 
19-20, 6o 4). 

10  Guid , iii. 51 (123b; 455. 113-18). See more generally on thei need to discriminate 
between e professional literature on a subject and the true reality of that subject: 
Guide, 1. 50, 71; iii. 5 (125a; 457. 10-12); Letter on Astrology (MPP 227-36); Eight 
Chapte ch. 1 (Ethical Writings, 63). 

" G ide, iii. 51 (123b, 124b; 455. 20 . 45 6 . 1 9-23)) i. 59. 
12 I f the circumambulations of the mathematicians and logicians Maimonides 

repe s that they are searching for the gate. The jurists are only said to be circling, a hint 
that hey are not even aware of this gateway to a closer approach ibid. iii. 51 (1236-
12. ; 455. 21 -23, 28-30), Ep. Ded. (20; I. lo- I5). See Leo St auss, `Maimonides' 
Sta ment on Political Science', in What is Political Philosophy and Other Studies 
(G ncoe. Ill., 1 950, 165-6. 

The bulk of iii. 51 consists of Maimonides' guide to true worship. This 
makes it clear that worship strictly so called cannot be achieved in a 
haphazard manner, still less on the basis of vain imaginings or of 
tradition. The first step is intellectual apprehension of God and his 
acts, which is to say an apprehension based on what the men of science 
know about natural and divine things. The more intense and sublime 
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those who have entered the gate and walk about in the antechambers; 
they are the ones 'who have plunged into speculation concerning the 
fundamental principles of religion', those who have come to understand 
`the natural things' (iii. 51 (124a; 455. 24, 456. 2)). 

The sixth stage is achieved by those who 'have entered the inner 
court of the habitation and have come to be with the king, in one and' 
the same place with him, namely, in the ruler's habitation'-yet even 
here they are not in the presence of the ruler, nor have they caught 
sight or sound of him. This is the rank of the men of science, those 
who 'have achieved perfection in the natural things and have 
understood divine science', those who have achieved demonstrative 
knowledge where that is possible or come as close to that as is possible 
(iii. 51 (123a, I 24a; 455. 1-3, 25-8, 456. 2-4) ). Here too there are 
significantly different grades of perfection; and it is indeed precisely at 
this exalted level that the few should make yet another indispensable 
effort, an effort that Maimonides presents as worship properly so 
called. This is the rank of the various degrees of the prophets, those 
who are present in the ruler's council chamber, who 'see him from afar 
or from nearby, or hear the ruler's speech or speak to him' (iii. 51 
(123a-124b; 455. 3 -6,  45 6. 5 -1 9)). 

Whether the addressee (singularly called in this chapter 'my son' 
(124a; 455. 28) ) is capable of achieving such a level of worship, or 
whether prophecy is too great a thing for him too (cf. ii. 32 (73b; 254. 
17-23)), is not our concern. It is enough to recognize that the point of 
the parable is to lay before the intended readers the path they must 
follow in order to prepare for such worship, just as the point of the 
chapter as a whole is to confirm qualified readers in 'the intention to 
set their thought to work on God alone after they have achieved 
knowledge of Him'. Through that single-minded focused thought on 
God and on 'the beings with a view to drawing from them proof with 
regard to Him, so as to know His governance of them in whatever way 
it is possible', the rare individual achieves the end of man (iii. 51 
(124a-b; 456. 5-8, 16-17)). 
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this apprehension and the stronger the bond between individual and 
God (`that is, the intellect') the greater is the love of man for God and 
the greater is the likelihood of his achieving what the Sages called 
`worship in the heart'. Maimonides opines that such worship 'consists 
in setting thought to work on the first intelligible and in devoting 
oneself exclusively (al-infirdd) to this as far as this is within one's 
capacity'. With the preoccupation being well-nigh total, it is not 
surprising that the condition and result of all this should be separation 
from all others. 'Mostly', Maimonides adds, this worship is attained 'in 
solitude and isolation (bil-khahva mal-infireid). Accordingly every 
excellent individual keeps to himself as much as possible and 
begrudges any necessity that comes between him and his thought of 
God' (iii. 51 (124b-125b; 456. 19-458. 1) ). 

All the practices of the worship ought to be viewed as so many 
devices for training the individual to turn his thoughts from this world 
towards God, from the world of affairs to the world of God's 
commandments. Hence the performance of those cultic practices 
ought to be informed by 'this great end'. Later on, in the following 
chapter, Maimonides draws a sharp distinction between the purpose of 
all the actions prescribed by the Law and the end of the opinions 
taught by the Law. Just as the passion of fear is the intended end of the 
actions, so is love the object lesson of the opinions. By repeated actions 
`some excellent men' are trained so that they achieve human 
perfection, 'so that they fear, and are in dread and in awe of, God' and 
consequently act as they ought to. The fruit of prescribed action is 
right action. The fruit of instruction in correct opinions—Maimonides 
mentions here only 'the apprehension of His being and His unity', the 
apprehension of His being as He is in truth—is an all-consuming love. 
`You know', Maimonides says to his addressee (citing Deut. 6: 5), 'to 
what extent the Torah lays stress upon love." 3  

Right action might be said to be the path to right opinion, or at least 
to the possibility of understanding right opinion in something better 
than summary fashion. However, Maimonides' demand for the 

13  Guide, iii. 52 (t3oa—b; 464. 2-465. 5). The importance of the opinions taught by 
the Torah is not expressed fully or obviously by their prominence in the Torah (iii. 28). 
This can lead to some perplexity and calls forth a guide of quite different proportions so 
as to make the implicit explicit. See Leo Strauss, 'How to Begin to Study The Guide of-the 
Perplexed', in The Guide of the Perplexed, pp. xi—xiii; and Guide, i. Introd. (1 to—b; i3. 2-5), 
iii. 25, beginning. The science of jurisprudence begins from an understanding of the 
Legislator's intention as expressed through the prescribed actions and opinions; see 
Alfarabi, al-'Uhim, ch. 5 (107 Amine; MPP 27). See also below, n. 28.  

deliberate, undistracted, fully conscious performance of routine 
practices itself requires a long programme of training and habituation 
( for example, one ought to practice 'for years' how to recite the Shema` 
payer with the proper attention and thoughtfulness); and this program 
he sketches in fairly brief order (iii. 5 i (125b-126a; 458. –2o)). j-le 
devotes much more space to overcoming the reader's resistance to this 
regimen. Although Maimonides does not state explicitly what the likely 
objections to his governance arc, they may be divined from the 
arguments he offers. 

In the first instance, Maimonides stresses that he has provided the 
addressee with 'many and long stretches of time in which you can think 
all that needs thinking regarding property, the governance of the 
household, and the welfare of the body'. Clearly the tacit concern of 
the aspirant to perfection is that he and his dependants will be undone 
should he devote himself to following Maimonides' governance of the 
solitary. Not so, says Maimonides, if you make effective use of the time 
you are obliged to spend on eating, drinking, bathing, and talking with 
your family and with the multitude. All the demands of wordly things 
can be satisfied handily in that time. What is more, one might aspire to 
follow the model of the Patriarchs and of Moses, whose economic and 
political activities (much stressed here by Maimonides) were performed 
`with their limbs only, while their intellects were constantly in His 
presence' (iii. 51 (126a-127a; 458. 21-27, 459. 5-27)). One is 
tempted to say that the prosperity and success of those great models 
were the consequence of their not putting their minds to their worldly 
business," or alternatively that in whatever they did—tending to their 
flocks and fields and households or governing—their single-minded 
intention was always to come closer to God. Their worldly success is 
proof not of their skill as husbandmen or statesmen, but of God's 
providence. 

It is not enough, though, that thanks to Maimonides' providence the 
individual who aspires to perfection should be able to pursue that goal 
without entailing his economic ruin. There is a further possible 
objection that the game is not worth the candle, that in the end what 
befalls a human being differs in no important respect from what befalls 
a gnat drowned in Zayd's spittle. To steel the individual's resolve to 

14  See the beautiful interpretation of Song of Songs 5:2 at Guide, iii. 51 (126b; 459. 
5— o), depicting joyful solitude in the midst of vanity fair. Far more precious, of course, 
are the times 'when you are alone with yourself and no one else is there and while you lie 
awake upon your bed', ibid. (126a—b; 458. 28-459. 3). 
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follow Maimonides' regimen, he must be shown that there is 
providence, that 'deliverance from the sea of chance' is perfectly 
proportionate to the kind of intellectual apprehension that is the object 
of Maimonides' regimen, and that the interruption or diminution or 
cessation of that providence is mostly of our doing. If, then, the evils 
that befell the prophets or the excellent and perfect men were owing 
to their being distracted from, or impeded in, their intellectual 
apprehension of God, there is every earthly inducement to put earthly 
concerns far behind (iii. 51 (127a-128b; 460. 6-462. 5) ). 

The greatest providence, then, is a necessary consequence of the 
greatest love, but love (as Maimonides has already explained) is 
proportionate to and consequent upon apprehension. Even so, there is 
love and love. The true human perfection is passionate love (al- `ishq), 
that 'excess of love' War al-maltabba) that leaves no thought directed 
to anything other than the beloved (iii. 51 (128b-129a; 462. – 17) ). 
However excessive, this all-consuming love is presented as only simple 
justice. If walking in the way of the moral virtues constitutes doing 
`justice unto your rational soul, giving her the due that is her right', if 
this can be called zedaqah, how much more can one agree with 
Maimonides' Solomon that the righteous or just man (zaddiq), giving 
everything its due, rightly 'gives all his time to seeking knowledge and 
spares no portion of his time for anything else'. 15  For of the several 
perfections to be found in us, one and only one 'pertains to you alone, 
no one else being associated in it with you in any way'. On this point 
the ancient philosophers, the modern philosophers, the prophets, and 
the Sages all agree: not the perfection of possessions, or of the body, or 
of the moral virtues, but the acquisition of the rational virtues (`the 
conception of intelligibles, which teach true opinions concerning the 
divine things') is what gives the individual true perfection. Maimonides 
accordingly enjoins the rare individual to disregard the generally 
accepted opinion according to which the first three perfections 'pertain 
both to you and to others', for that is not so if by 'you' one means what 
belongs to man qua man. And lest you neglect what is truly and 
properly your own, you ought not to 'weary and trouble yourself for the 
sake of others'. The guide to worship properly so called becomes a call 
for the utterly private pursuit of true science, a pursuit indistinguishable 
from the passionate love for the Beloved.' 6  

15  Ibid. iii. 53 (131a—b; 465. 18-26); i. 34 (39b; 51. 16-52. t). 
' 6  Ibid. iii. 54 (1326-1346; 467. 28-470. 1 1). In this context (134a; 469. 7, 1 3), 

Maimonides drums upon the theme of private perfection by citing Prov. 5: 17, 'They 
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The extraordinary chapter that brings this section and hence the 
Guide as a whole to a close (iii. 54) ends with a brief description of the 
way of life of the properly disposed and trained addressee. It is nothing 
less than an imitation of God through man's assimilation to Go ad's 
actions. Maimonides prepares us somewhat for this shift from 
intellectual apprehension to action by his discussion in iii. 53. And yet 
the beginning of iii. 54—`The term wisdom is applied in Hebrew in 
four senses" 7—can hardly be said to signal the reimmersion of the 
solitary in the affairs of ordinary folk. So once again Maimonides gives 
us the opportunity to take delight in the way he is able to exemplify the 
very thing he is analysing. 

The Hebrew word hokhmah may apply to the apprehension of true 
realities aimed at apprehending God, or to acquiring some art or other, 
or to acquiring moral virtues, or to an aptitude for stratagems and 
ruses. In each instance, Maimonides cites two or three verses from 
Scripture meant to illustrate the particular usage. But he immediately 
adds that 'it is possible that the meaning of wisdom in Hebrew 
indicates aptitude for stratagems and the application of thought in such 
a way that the stratagems and ruses may be used in achieving either 
rational or moral virtues, or in achieving skill in a practical art, or in 
working evil and wickedness'. For this possible meaning in Hebrew, 
Maimonides cites no scriptural verse at all, leaving us to wonder 
whether he could not conjure up a tolerably apt verse (unlikely on the 
face of it), or whether that which has been proclaimed to be Israel's 
wisdom in the sight of the nations—that is to say, the Hebrew book par 
excellence—is not itself the instance of this fifth meaning of hokhinah.'R 
Hard on the heels of Maimonides' list of the meanings of the term 
`wisdom' comes his list of the meanings of the term 'wise', an apparent 
repetition noteworthy for its non-parallelisms. To be wise is to actually 
possess the rational virtues, or the moral virtues, or a practical art, or 
ruses for working evil and wickedness. In which of these senses can 
`one who knows the whole of the Law in its true reality' be termed 
wise? The fourth is out of the question, and the third sense is equally 
remote. It is hardly far-fetched to imagine a knower of the Law as 

shall be thine own' and so on (the verse ends: 'and not for strangers with you'), 
and Prov. 5: 9, 'Lest thou give thy splendour unto others, and thy years unto the 
cruel.' 

17  None of the lexicographic chapters occurring in i. 1-7o so announces the number 
of meanings or begins in quite this way. 

18  Guide, iii. 54 (13I6-132a; 466. 15-27). See iii. 31 (68b; 383. 4-13), and iii. 32 
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possessing the moral virtues mentioned in it, but other than referring 
to the possibility (iii. 54 (132a; 467. 2-5) ), Maimonides does not deal 
further with this meaning of 'wise'. By exchanging the positions of the 
arts and the moral virtues in the first and second lists, Maimonides 
may be hinting that he views them as somehow interchangeable, as 
being alike in that they are instruments, not ends in themselves.' 9  

That would leave only the possibility that the knower of the Law is 
wise in the sense that he actually possesses the rational virtues. But this 
Maimonides denies explicitly and at some length, for what is known 
through the Law is known through tradition, not through demonstration. 
Maimonides does not lack for scriptural and talmudic passages that 
conform to, and hence confirm, this sharp distinction between 'the 
knowledge of the Law . . . as one separate species and wisdom, in an 
unrestricted sense, as another species' (iii. 54 (132a-b; 467. 5-7, 12-
14) ). The rational matter received from the Law are the opinions 
taught on the authority of tradition: such is the knowledge of the 
Torah. In a class apart is wisdom in the unrestricted sense, by means 
of which rare individuals are able to demonstrate the opinions of the 
Torah. This wisdom may be equated with what Maimonides himself 
does in the Guide, 2° an activity that he characterizes as 'the science of 
Law in its true sense' (i. Introd. (3a; 2: 13-14)). The ascent of the 
qualified few from received opinion to demonstrated knowledge is 
followed by the precise definition and deduction of 'the actions 
through which one's way of life may be ennobled'; the drawing of such 
inferences falls squarely in the province of 'the legal science of the 
Law'. 2 ' 

Thus far the assimilation, or drawing-near, of man to God expresses 
itself in man's wisdom attempting to imitate God's wisdom through an 
ascent to demonstrative knowledge of whatever can be demonstrated. 
In actually possessing the rational virtues-wisdom in the unrestricted 
sense-man becomes most perfectly man and comes closest to the 
king in his council chamber. His re-emergence from the chamber may 
also be said to imitate that divine wisdom which directs itself to 

19  See ibid. iii. 54 (133b, 134a-b; 468. 24-469. I, 18-24, 469. 29-470. 3). 
20  Ibid. i. I (tea; 14. 14), 9 (19a; 23. 16-17), 18 (24a; 30. 7). 
21  Ibid. iii. 54 (132a-b; 467. 7-9, 18-22). Compare Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Talmud 

Torah, 1. I I-I2 (58a5-17, Hyamson). The methods and dangers of the ascent to the 
true science of the Law and hence the need for the subsequent descent are explained in 
Guide, i. 33. See, more generally, Leo Strauss, 'The Literary Character of the Guide of 
th.• 	 i,•.-re....e1;roty 'rot ,/ 	4r1 /I r 74446„,, 	 Tncl) -44-04  

OMB NIP all NIB MN ION UM MI 11•1 
Governance of the Solitary 43 

something much beneath it 22  and speaks in the language of the sons of 
man." Further, it permits the human imitation of those divine actions 
which exemplify the fifth possible meaning of hokhmah, the employment 
of gracious ruses to lead men to accomplish God's first intention: 'And 
I will be your God, and ye shall be My people' ( Jer. 7: 23). 24  

The imitation of God's wisdom seems to slide imperceptibly into 
man's assimilating his actions and way of life to God's actions. In each 
case, it turns out (if one may compare the infinitely great and the very 
small), a superior being deigns to concern itself with something vastly 
inferior. Scriptural language applies a moral attribute to this form of 
action, but Maimonides insists that this means only that divine actions 
resemble actions that in us Adamites would proceed from moral 
qualities, not that God possesses moral qualities. So when God brings 
into existence and governs beings who have no claim upon him, he is 
called 'gracious' (liamin). In similar fashion God's very act of bringing 
all this into being is a form of excessive beneficence to which the term 
loving-kindness' (hesed) is applied. In the case of divine lysed, the 
excess appears to consist less in the measure of the beneficence than 
in the fact that the beneficiaries have no right at all to claim such 
treatment." The human analogy or imitation occasions the transition 
from a life of solitary contemplation to a life of human providence. 2" 

It may well be that `Maimonides accepts as a commonplace' the 
philosopher's imitatio dei, 27  but his characterizations of both divine 
model and human imitator seem anything but ordinary. Indeed, given 
Maimonides' principle that the way of God's governance can only 
metaphorically-hence only falsely-be ascribed to moral qualities, 

22  Guide, i. 10 (I 9b-zoa; 24. 12-19), 15 (22a-b; 27. 25-28. 7). 
23  Ibid. i. 26. 
21  Ibid. iii. 32. See also Pines, `Translator's Introduction', pp. lxxii-lxxiv. 
25  Guide, i. 54 (65a-b; 84. 23-5, 85. 3-17), 72 (103/I; 1 33. 10-1 4), iii.  53 ( 1 3 1 a; 465. 

9-18). 
2"  In a much debated essay, Shlomo Pines has concluded that for Maimonides the 

inherent limitations of the human mind rule out anything higher than knowledge of 
God's attributes of action. Accordingly, the highest human perfection would be sought 
in a governance patterned on a properly understood divine rule. Granting the profound 
ambiguity of Maimonides on this issue, Pines none the less ranks Maimonides with Kant 
as according primacy to a life of action over the contemplative life; see his `The 
Limitations of Human Knowledge According to Al-Farabi, ibn Bajja, and Maimonides', 
in Isadore Twersky (ed.), Studies in Medieval .7eroish History and Literature (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1979), 82-109, esp. 98-too. 

27  Lawrence V. Berman, `Maimonides on Political Leadership', in Daniel J. Elazar 
(ed.), Kinship and Consent: The .7enrish Political Tradition and Its Contemporary Uses 
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what then can it mean to give the following counsel to flesh and blood? 
Just as God's providence extends over the heaven and the earth, so too 
ought man in his way of life to emulate that manifestation of divine 
loving-kindness (hesed), judgment (tnishpat), and righteousness (zedaqah). 
Clearly, the more faithful the imitation of a divine providence so 
conceived, the greater would be the psychic distance between human 
ruler and ruled. 28  More puzzling still must be that shift from utterly 
private, indeed voiceless, contemplation to political governance cast in 
the language of the sons of man. What could impel such a descent? 

The suggestion that 'the philosopher needs, after intellectual 
perfection, to imitate God by means of his desire to found a more 
perfect society', indeed that 'it is his duty to found an ideal state and to 
preserve it', seems a plausible resolution of the difficulty. 29  It is 
compatible with Maimonides' interpretation (in Guide, i. 15) of Jacob's 
dream of the ladder reaching up to heaven. Further, it recalls to mind 
Maimonides' discussion of that great measure of divine overflow which 
may compel a man of science to go beyond private study and a prophet 
to go beyond perfecting himself. In the one case, an individual is 
moved 'of necessity to compose works and to teach'; in the other case, 
`the prophetic revelation that comes to him compels him to address a 
call to the people, teach them, and let his own perfection overflow 
toward them' (ii. 37 (81a-b; 265. 1 -7, 12-14) ). None the less, it is 
striking that nowhere in the Guide does Maimonides characterize the 
solitary's involvement with others as a 'duty'. 

Comparably plausible-and problematic-is the attribution to 
Maimonides of the view that prophets as a group represent 'a special 
class of philosophers with a mission not merely to "ascend" toward the 
apprehension of God but also to "descend" to the cave as it were "with 
a view to governing and teaching the people of the earth" V° Strictly 
speaking, no one has a 'mission' to ascend, beyond the general 
injunction laid on all believers to come to some apprehension of God 

28  The imaginings that the Lawgiver invents for others have no place in his own soul. 
Sec Pines, 'Limitations of Knowledge', 108 n. 82. On the passionless exercise of 
beneficence or cruelty, see id., 'Translator's Introduction', p. cxxii; and id., 'The 
Philosophical Purport of Maimonides' Halachic Works and the Purport of The Guide of 
the Perplexed', in Shlomo Pines and Yirmiyahu Yovel (eds.), Maimonides and Philosophy 
(Dordrecht-Boston-Lancaster, 1986), 12. 

29  Berman, `Maimonides on Political Leadership', 118, 123-4 n. 18. 
3° Alexander Altmann, `Maimonides on the Intellect and the Scope of Metaphysics', 

in Von der mittelalterlichen zur modernen AuJklarung: Siudien zur jiidischen Geislesgeschichie 
(Tiihingen. to871. 120. (The internal Quotations are from Guide, i. 151  

or of his wisdom as manifested in the whole of being. 31  True, reference 
is twice made to Moses' prophetic mission in the context of a 
discussion of the names of God (i. 63 (8i b, 82a; 105. 28, 106. 9) ), but 
the thematic discussion of prophecy in the Guide eschews such 
language. According to that studiedly naturalistic account, not even the 
Patriarchs (to say nothing of the post-Mosaic prophets) came bearing 
and flaunting divine licences. Rather, what they did and what they said 
followed from the measure of the overflow reaching each particular 
individual's rational and imaginative faculties. Their teaching or 
preaching was a matter of course (ii. 39 (83b-84b; 268. 10-269. 5), 37 
(bob, 8 a-b; 264. 3-9, 264. 27-265. 14) ). Not some imposed duty, 
not even some proclaimed mission, but a profound human understanding 
leads the perfect one to re-enter the world of practice. 

Yet that re-entry is in no case a reimmersion in human concerns; the 
perfect one may be in the world of affairs but is not of it. In the highest 
instances, Maimonides has pointed out, domestic and political 
governance were conducted by the Patriarchs and Moses 'with their 
limbs only', or as we might say, with their minds elsewhere, 
concentrating on what truly matters. 32  Knowing what they know, the 
perfect ones do not refrain from guiding those whom they hold at a 
distance and to whom they can barely be said to be beholden. It is on 
that pattern of divine rule that Maimonides claims Moses modelled his 
political governance of the Children of Israel. And it is that pattern too 
( for the most part) that Maimonides recommends to 'the governor of a 
city, if he is a prophet' . 33  

It is extraordinary in the light of Maimonides' emphasis upon 
solitary intellectual apprehension that he should characterize the 
practical worldly business of the Patriarchs and Moses as 'pure 
worship of great import', but the grounds for his doing so are not 
mysterious. Because the end in view in all their actions was 'to bring 
into being a religious community that would know and worship God', 
to spread the doctrine of God's unity in the world and to guide people 
to love Him, they deserved their privileged proximity to the King. 34  

31  Guide, i. 39, end (46a; 6o. 18-21); iii. 28 (6ia; 373. 19-21), 52, end (130b; 4 64. 
27-465. 4). u See text above, at n.14. 

33  Guide, i. 54 (654-66a; 84. 25-85. 2, 85. 17-86. 18), iii. 54 (13417-135a; 470. 1 3 - 
47 1 . 7). 

34  The Alfarabian political science that underlies this argument is well developed in 
Joel L. Kraemer, `The .7iltad ofthe Fakisifie,ISAI 00 (1987): 288-324, esp. 319-20. See 
also the translated passage from Alfarabi's Book of Religion (65. 20-66. 10, Mandi), in 
Berman, `Maimonides on Political Leadership', 122-3 n. 7. 
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Then, in a sentence of studied ambiguity, Maimonides denies either 
that he can hope to achieve a comparable rank or that he can hope 
to guide others to achieve a comparable rank. 35  And yet it is 
incontrovertible that Maimonides promises to use his knowledge to 
point out the Way of Holiness (Prefatory Poem), and guides his reader 
in the ways of calling God truly and without distractions (Concluding 
Poem). His governance of the select few in the Guide and of the whole 
community in the Code, his providence towards the perplexed and the 
endangered whoever and wherever they might be, are alike instances 
of a most singular human hesed, one that might rightly be called pure 
worship of the noblest kind. 36  

35  Guide, iii. 51 (1266-127a; 459. 18-46o. 6). 
36  For discussion of a comparable problem posed by Aristotle's transition from the 

concluding part of the Nicomachean Ethics to the Politics, see Joseph Cropsey, 'Justice and 
Friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics', in his Political Philosophy and the Issues of Politics 
(Chicago, 1977), esp. 254-6, 272-3. 
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